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Marie-Hélene Lachapelle 
Engineering Procurement Officer 
Supply and Services Canada 


| took civil engineering in university, but found after 
four years of studies that | didn’t want to join an 
engineering firm and work only on technical pro- 
blems. | wanted contact with a variety of people. 
The job | have now is just what | was looking for. 


| work in the Science and Engineering Procurement 

Sector of Supply and Services Canada. This sector 
purchases all kinds of technical materiels and scien- 

tific equipment for various government departments, 
and my job is to buy electronics equipment such as 

computer systems. These are being used more and 
more in government nowadays. 


Let me give you an example of one of my projects. 


The Department of the Secretary of State has de- 
cided to purchase a computer that does translations. 
've received proposals and literature from several 
companies that would like to sell the government 
such equipment. Now | must study these proposals 
to determine what sort of features each company 
offers and which proposals are most cost-effective. 

| will advise my client at Secretary of State on the 
financial pros and cons of the different systems. 
Then it will be my responsibility to draft a contract for 
purchasing the computer, making sure that the de- 
scription of the product and all conditions such as 
delivery dates and quality guarantees are spelled out. 
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| also take care of matters such as packaging and 
shipping. | negotiate prices and contract terms. 
Basically, I’m responsible from the time a purchase 
request comes in until the time the goods are 
delivered. It’s a lot of paperwork, of course, but | 
spend much of my time with clients and company 
representatives. I’m rarely shut up in my office for 
long. 


When | first came to this department | was quite shy. 
Now I’ve learned to speak comfortably with top ex- 
ecutives of firms. I’m knowledgeable and self- 
confident enough that | can make judgements on very 
expensive equipment and can defend my point of 
view with ease. In the beginning, some company 
officials (who are mostly men) were Surprised to be 
dealing with a woman. But now they know I'm a pro- 
fessional. They treat me with respect. 


In this job | also have to be aware that | represent the 
government and its policies. For example, companies 
we deal with are expected to conform to the federal 
price restraint guidelines, the six and five program. | 
sometimes have to clarify such policies to companies 
I'm negotiating with. 


All this responsibiity is satisfying, especially since | 
never feel it’s on my shoulders alone. The other pur- 
chasing officers and the resource people in this sec- 
tion are here to help me if | need them. We work as 
a team. 


Another aspect of the job | like is learning about the 
electronics field and about business. When | entered 
the Public Service | took an extensive training course 
that gave me the basics of purchasing. And although 
my engineering degree gave me some technical 
background, most of what | know about computers 
has come from working here. | also have started stu- 
dying part-time for my Master’s degree in business 
administration. This will give me a good background 
for the managerial position I’d like to have one day. 


Although | work hard, | never feel overwhelmed by my 
job because | organize my time well and because’ | 
can rely on my co-workers to help me. As | said, 
were a team. 


In the four years I’ve been in this department, one 
day has never been the same as the other. There’s 
no routine because each purchase is different and 
you never know what’s coming next. I’m looking for- 
ward to many interesting working years ahead of me. 
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Fran Mulligan 
Purchasing Officer 
Public Works Canada 


I've always loved shopping, especially catalogue 
shopping. |’m the kind of person who can spend 
hours studying catalogues, comparing prices and 
hunting for a bargain. That’s why a job in purchasing 
suits me well. 


The department | work in, Public Works Canada, 
manages all government-owned buildings in Canada 
and this includes the prime minister’s residence and 
the House of Commons. My job is to buy electrical 
supplies — everything from fuses to microwave ovens 
— needed in various government buildings in Ottawa. 
This means | have to find out where to buy items, 
check around to make sure I’m getting value and a 
good price, order the products and write up contracts 
or purchase orders. If building managers need a bale 
of wire or new light bulbs they have to order them 


through me. 


| also have to make sure items are delivered on time 
and if I’m purchasing bulky materiels, | have to see 
that someone’s around to unload them. Purchasing 
officers are also responsible for seeing that materiels 
are stockpiled and stored in government warehouses. 
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in addition to electrical supplies, I’m in charge of 
ordering flowers for the prime minister's residence 
and for ordering the flags that are put up around 
Ottawa when a foreign head of state comes to town. 
For example, when the president of Egypt visited 
Canada, | had to order 350 flags to be made by a 
company in Toronto. 


As you can see, it’s a job with lots of variety. There’s 
also lots of contact with people. Sometimes I’m on 
the phone seven hours a day talking to clients, finding 
new suppliers or chasing down orders. If you don't 
like talking on the phone, this job is not for you. 


There’s pressure here too, because |’m the in- 
termediary between the client and the supplier. You 
-have to learn tact, how to tell someone that he or she 
must wait three weeks for an item even though it’s 
needed tomorrow. 


| knew nothing about buying electrical supplies when | 
started out with the government. My first job when | 
came to Public Works six years ago was as a docu- 
ment distribution clerk in charge of mailing orders to 
suppliers. Then | moved to a job with accounting 
responsibilities. When an opening came up in pur- 
chasing, | applied and got the job. By asking lots of 
questions and reading catalogues, | learned what | 
needed to know to be a purchaser. 


It's harder to get into the Public Service nowadays 
because of the tight job market, so I’d suggest that 
anyone who wants a job in this field should get some 
related education or experience. Some community 
colleges offer courses in purchasing, or materiel 
management as it’s sometimes called. A basic ac- 
counting course is important and perhaps also a basic 
law course to give you an idea of what a contract is. 


In a few weeks I'll be taking a break from my job to 
have a baby. I'll be back afterwards though because, 
for one thing, I'll need the income more than ever. 
Besides, | like the stimulation | get from working. I'd 
be bored staying at home all the time. 


Careers in purchasing and supply 


Where can we buy a fleet of trucks? Which com- 
panies manufacture pesticides? How many desks will 
the government need next year? Who gives the best 
prices on plumbing supplies? 


These are some of the questions and problems that 
employees in purchasing and supply must tackle. 
Personnel in this group plan, organize and conduct 
the purchase of a wide variety of goods — everything 
from construction equipment to army boots. They’re 
also involved in the management of warehouses and 
inventories. 


Senior personnel purchase sophisticated technical 
equipment, from radar devices to satellite com- 
ponents. They may also plan and organize purchas- 
ing programs for large sectors of government. 


To enter this field you need high school education 
plus some experience or college or university training 
in materiel management (purchasing). A scientific or 
technical background is required for some purchasing 
jobs. 


If you think you’d enjoy the kind of work that Fran 
Mulligan and Marie-Hélene Lachapelle do, find out 
more about it through your regional office of the 
Public Service Commission of Canada. You've got a 
long working life ahead of you. Start planning now! 
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